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Abstract 
Human rights education (HRE) has been globally recognised as being of the utmost importance in the facilitation of social unity.
Thus, the time has come for the Faculty of Law, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), to introduce HRE as part of the 
curriculum for its undergraduate students. Learner’s needs and input must be taken into consideration before introducing new 
courses to ensure that the desired result is achieved. As such, an exploratory study was conducted by way of distributing 
questionnaires to a selected group of students in an effort to assess law students’ perceptions of human rights; and to determine
whether or not they viewed an HRE course as relevant to their lives and ambitions. At the same time, the survey was also 
designed to determine the most preferred method of teaching the course. Most importantly, the results of the survey are utilised to 
determine whether the idea that HRE serves as an important means of promoting social unity is supported, or dismissed, by the 
opinions of the undergraduate student body of the Law Faculty at UKM.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction
The principal objectives of this study regarding human rights education (HRE) are to assess students’ perceptions 
of the relationship between HRE and social unity; and to identify suitable teaching methods in the process of 
introducing the human rights subject for undergraduate students at the Faculty of Law, UKM. The current study 
considers the issue of HRE in light of the contemporary demographic realities within Malaysian society, focussing 
upon the multi-ethnic composition of the country namely the Bumiputera, Chinese, Indians and others. 
“Bumiputera” for purposes of this study are Malays while “others” are the natives from Sabah and Sarawak. 
Perhaps, the original spirit of this study can be found within the “1 Malaysia” concept introduced by the current 
Prime Minister. The concept strongly emphasizes on ethnic harmony, national unity, and efficient governance 
within Malaysian multi-ethnic society. 
While issues concerning human rights have played an important role in recent years, HRE in Malaysia can be 
considered as an exclusive subject –available only to those students who have chosen law or a legal path in their 
tertiary education. Despite the legal implications of human rights, HRE has never been a focal point within the 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +6-03-8921-6365; fax: +6-03-8925-3217 
E-mail address: rohaidanordin@ukm.my 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and 
Learning Congress 2011 Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
716   Rohaida Nordin et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  59 ( 2012 )  715 – 722 
curriculum for Bachelor of Laws (Hons) in local universities, except for Universiti Malaya. While Universiti Malaya 
introduced the subject as part of their elective courses, other universities have opted to integrate human rights as 
components of the public international law courses or constitutional law courses. The apparent disregard of HRE 
may be attributed to the fact that the subject of human rights is not part of the core courses outlined by the 
Malaysian Qualification Agency (MQA) in its Programme Standards: Law and Syariah (MQA). Although, there are 
some elements of HRE inside the legal curriculum in local universities, most approaches to human rights are 
premised upon Western perspectives of human rights, which emphasize ‘universalism’, rather than an approach 
based upon cultural relativism, an approach that may be more appropriately applied within a multiethnic society 
such as Malaysia. 
The development of a human rights curriculum for the Bachelor of Laws (Hons) programme in the Faculty of 
Law, UKM, must take into account the most suitable methods of teaching and specific content of the course. 
Furthermore, the curriculum, once developed, should emphasise the relationship between HRE and social unity. 
This positive relationship will be one of the main objectives of introducing the subject at the faculty as an 
independent subject, rather than HRE remaining a component of public international law or constitutional law 
curriculum. Arguably, human rights should be considered as part of the core subjects by the MQA. While the 
curriculum development (contents of the human rights subject) will be discussed in another article, the present 
article principally focuses upon the relationship between HRE and social unity; and the assessment of students’ 
perspective regarding human rights.  
Both qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection have been adopted in this study. Under the 
qualitative approach, reference has been made to several journal articles, proceedings, manuals, books and presented 
papers by notable scholars, as part of the literature review to establish the relation between HRE and social unity. 
Such discussion is contains in section 2 of this article. The quantitative methods involved the collection of data 
through questionnaires with the aim of assessing students’ perception of HRE and whether or not they view the 
course as relevant to them. Such methods and data are detailed out in section 3 while section 5 discusses the finding 
of the survey. 
2. Literature Review  
As mentioned in the introduction, HRE is an integral part of general education in some countries. Hornberg 
(2002) argues that it is a good to make them alert of global interdependencies. Without human rights, peace 
education lacks a primary component of its core substance, since human rights are the considered the essence and 
the arbiter of peace (Reardon, 2009). The main objective of effective HRE is to educate people about their rights in 
accordance with the law so they will become responsible citizens in an open society that values human rights 
(Claude, 2000). The foundation for HRE originated from the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education 
1995 - 2004, proclaimed by the General Assembly in its Resolution 49/184 of December 1994, where the Plan of 
Action of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education emphasised that:- 
"States should develop specific programs and strategies for ensuring the widest human rights education and the 
dissemination of public information through promoting, encouraging and focusing on the human rights 
education activities.” (UNESCO, 2005) 
In cooperation with UNESCO, OHCHR has already developed Guidelines for National Plans of Action for 
Human Rights Education (UN, 1998). The guidance provided has made the World Programme for Human Rights 
Education (2005-ongoing) possible (UNESCO, 2006). Furthermore, HRE is included in UNESCO’s proposed 
educational programme, under the concept of ‘learning to live together’. The concept focuses on the development of 
understanding, consideration, respect for others, their beliefs, values and cultures that would eventually lead to the 
avoidance of conflicts, non violent resolution and peaceful coexistence (Tibbits, 2010). Human rights should be 
incorporated into university courses or programs of study to interpret societal and global problems through the 
human rights “lens” (Tibbits, 2006). 
As suggested by UNESCO, there are three models that could be adopted when formulating a curriculum for 
higher education: the objective model; the process model; and the situation analysis model. The objective model 
emphasizes the general aims, goals and objectives of the curriculum. The process model of curriculum development 
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emphasizes the specific content, principles and procedures, rather than the anticipated outcomes regarding specific 
objectives (UNESCO). Lastly, the situation analysis model perceives curriculum development as a means whereby 
teachers modify and transform learners’ experiences through providing knowledge of each specific situation. 
However, Okebukola (1997) suggests the use of a hybrid model that features elements of all three models 
(UNESCO). 
In a nutshell, the best curriculum development is that which is premised upon meeting the demands of the 
learners, as well as the needs of the society at large. Thus, in the context of the possibility of establishing HRE at 
UKM, the objective will consist of fulfilling the demands of the multi-ethnic learners, as well as the multi-ethnic 
Malaysian society at large. 
A significant portion of this study relates to determining the best means to integrate HRE in a manner that 
conforms with the multi-ethnic societal composition of Malaysia. Integral to determining the best means of 
integrating HRE is the determination of the best methods to adopt in teaching HRE considering the multiethnic 
demographic of Malaysia. Hence, referral to historical background is inevitable. Following the end of British 
colonization, Malaysian society was comprised of three main ethnicities: Malay, Chinese and Indian (Jain, 2010, 
p.15). After Sabah and Sarawak joined the Federation of Malaya, further demographic components were integrated 
into the plural society. (Baharuddin, 2010, p.9-10). In 1969, Malaysia suffered from ethnic violence, straining the 
internal cohesion of the pluralist national society (Baharuddin, 2010, p.2-3). Since 1969, Malaysia has been in a 
state of ‘stable tension’, a term used to describe a society with various differences and disputes that are amicably 
resolved (Baharuddin, 2006, 2010).  
Professor Khoo Kay Kim suggested, in the 19 February 2006 of The New Sunday Times, that history should be 
taught to Malaysians in order to eradicate racial problems (Baharuddin, 2008, p.4-5). Baharuddin, General Editor of 
the ‘Ethnic Relations Module’, introduced a compulsory university course called ‘Ethnic Relations’. So far, the 
feedback regarding the course is encouraging. In addition, he suggested the incorporation of four processes into the 
course contents. First, an assimilation process that creates a group whose membership shares a common identity and 
culture. Secondly, an accommodation process that allows ethnics to embrace their own differences while respecting 
the norms of others. Thirdly, a process of acculturation by which cultural behaviours are adapted was endorsed. 
Finally, an amalgamation process, involving governmental participation in fusing various ethnics into one uniform 
entity was suggested. The best example of the amalgamation process is Sekolah Wawasan, commenced by the 
Ministry of Education (Baharuddin, 2020). 
3. Methodology and Data 
The study methodology used is exploratory in nature to examine the student’s perception of: (i) human rights 
principles and potential violation; and (ii) HRE and its relation to social unity. To support the theoretical findings on 
the interrelations between HRE and social unity, we have conducted a survey whereby a set of questionnaire has 
been developed. There were 23 questions in the questionnaire that been divided into 3 sections. The three sections 
contained questions regarding: (i) the respondents education background and knowledge on human rights; (ii) the 
respondents views on human rights protection in Malaysia; and (iii) the respondents views on the significance of 
human rights in relation to social unity. 
The questionnaires were than distributed to our selected target group. The Year 1 (76 participants) and Year 4 
(107 participants) students of the Faculty of Law, UKM, were selected as our target group for the survey (the 
respondents). The rationale behind this selection was to receive feedback from the two different groups of law 
students at UKM concerning the potential significance of introducing HRE in the form of human rights subject at 
the Faculty of Law. One group (Year 1), consisting of students that have just enrolled at the faculty, can be 
considered as the potential students that would choose this course when it is introduced, while the other group (Year 
4) consists of students that have nearly completed legal studies and will soon enter the job market. A total of 122
respondents participated in this study. Descriptive information of respondents is as reflected in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Demographic Composition of Respondents 
 Male Female Total 
Year 1 16 39 55 
Year 4 18 49 67 
 Bumiputera Chinese Indian Others Total 
Year 1 28 23 3 1 55 
Year 4 36 24 6 1 67 
Table 1 shows that the total respondents involved in this study consist of 55 first year (72.4% of 76 students) and 
67 fourth year (62.6% of 107 students) students. It also illustrates demographic composition of students from both 
years based upon gender. For the first year students, 16 are male while 39 are female. As for the fourth year 
students, there are 18 male and 49 female. The table also considers the ethnicities of the respondents. There are 28 
Bumiputera, 23 Chinese, 3 Indians and 1 other in the first year respondents. Meanwhile in the fourth year, there are 
36 Bumiputera, 24 Chinese, 6 Indians and 1 of other ethnic background. 
4. Data Analysis and Findings  
The analysis was based on survey which might also be used for future study. Answers from all 122 respondents 
have been analysed accordingly. For purposes of this article, the following answers relating to the respondents’ 
knowledge and experiences on human rights violations will be considered concurrently:  
- Knowledge regarding human rights principles  
- Sources of knowledge relating to human rights principles 
- Human rights education at secondary school or pre university level 
- Experience regarding human rights violations 
- Satisfaction with the protection of human rights in Malaysia 
However, answers for the following questions will be presented individually: 
- Respondent’s interest in taking the human rights subject 
- Human rights subject being perceived as beneficial by the respondent 
- HRE being perceived as strengthening unity within a multi-ethnic society 
- Respondents’ preference on how human rights should be taught 
4.1 Knowledge and Experiences on Human Rights Violations  
Answers relating to the respondents’ knowledge and experiences on human rights violations are demonstrated in 
the following table. 
Table 2. Knowledge and Experience on Human Rights 
Questions YES NO 
Having knowledge regarding human rights principles  110 12 
Have had human rights education at secondary school or pre university 
level 
81 41 
Having experience with human rights violations 18 104 
Is satisfied with the protection of human rights in Malaysia 62 60 
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Regarding the sources of respondents’ knowledge on human rights principles, 31.1% gained their knowledge 
from books, 7.4% from mass media and 8.2% from internet. 32.8% of respondents stated they had gained 
knowledge from all three sources.  
4.2 Respondents Interested in an HRE Course  
Bar Chart 1 illustrates the number of respondents that are interested in taking the human rights subject for both 
Year 1 and Year 4. A total number of 40 respondents are interested in taking the subject, while another 15 are not 
for Year 1. As for Year 4, 42 respondents are interested, leaving 25 uninterested. For those interested, the majority 
stated that the subject is important and they want to learn more about human rights’ and ‘its relation to day-to-day 
life in Malaysia. For those not interested, they mainly said that they have less interest in human rights compared to 
other law subjects; and human rights principles are already being taught in other subjects, such as constitutional and 
administrative law.
Bar Chart 1. Interest in Taking Human Rights Subject 
4.3 Is the Subject Considered Beneficial By Respondents? 
Bar Chart 2 shows the number of respondents from both Year 1 and Year 4 who are of the opinion that the 
human rights subject is beneficial. For Year 1, a total number of 50 respondents agree that the subject is beneficial 
whereby 5 oppose the view. As for the Year 4 students, 60 respondents agreed that the subject is beneficial, while 7 
dissented. When asked to clarify further how the subject may be beneficial to the respondents, they said HRE could 
help them to understand rights and responsibilities of each individual in this country; and learn to respect the rights 
and perform the responsibilities. They also claim that human rights principles could be used in real life and could 
determine the future of the nation. On the other hand, those answering negatively to the question claim that the 
subject is not beneficial and burdensome, as some already struggled with existing study requirements.
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Bar Chart 2. Subject is Beneficial 
4.4 Can HRE Strengthen Unity within a Multi-Ethnic Society  
The bar chart below depicts the response from respondents concerning whether HRE can strengthen unity among 
multi-ethnic society. 34 respondents from Year 1 provided positive responses, while 21 dissented. As for Year 4, 45 
of them agree that HRE can strengthen unity, whereas 22 disagreed. It can be concluded that since the positive 
response received is nearly double the negative response, the majority of the law students are of the opinion that 
HRE can strengthen unity within a multi-ethnic society. 
For the majority, HRE can strengthen social unity because respondents will be taught about the rights of each 
individual and with clear understanding on the rights; whereas respect towards those rights may emerge as a 
consequence of the education. A firm foundation on human rights may also eliminate prejudicial and ill feelings 
towards other ethnics and promote unity according to majority respondents. As for the minority, the view that
‘social unity is not related to HRE’; ‘taking the human rights subject will not guarantee respect and protection of 
rights in real life’; and ‘HRE will not ensure social unity’. 
Bar Chart 3. HRE Can Strengthen Unity 
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4.5 Preferred Teaching Method for Human Rights  
Regarding preferred methods of teaching human rights, the descriptive data in Table 3 is differentiated into 
suggestions from Year 1 and suggestions from Year 4. For this particular question, respondents were allowed to 
suggest for more than one method. In conclusion, following a comparison of suggestions from Year 1 and Year 4 
respondents, the most preferred method of teaching human rights is through lecture based teaching. Other preferred 
method of teaching includes debate, tutorial, PBL and mooting. The least preferred methods are client counselling, 
field work, e-learning, drama and quiz.  
Table 3. Preferred Methods of Teaching 
Preferred Methods Year 1 Year 4 Total 
Client Counselling 1 0 1 
Field Work 1 0 1 
E-learning 1 0 1 
Problem-based Learning 
(PBL)
17 28 45 
Debate 16 36 52 
Tutorial 24 22 46 
Lecture  31 36 67 
Drama 0 1 1 
Quiz 0 1 1 
Mooting 0 23 23 
5. Conclusion 
The relationship between HRE and social unity in a multi-ethnic population, such as Malaysia, has been 
demonstrated in this article, particularly in regards to establishing social unity. The main objective of effective HRE 
is not to trigger social unrest within multi-ethnic students, but to attempt to avoid it by educating them about their 
rights in accordance with the law. HRE will provide students with a foundation to become responsible citizens in an 
open society that values human rights, respects the rule of law, encourages popular participation and helps to ensure 
accountable governance that can provide an environment for sustainable economic development. Thus, HRE is an 
important instrument in the maintenance of social unity and should be integrated into the core courses of law 
faculties in Malaysian universities.  
Contemporary literature regarding the importance of HRE in the strengthening of social unity is reflected in the 
perceptions of UKM law students, the majority of whom viewed the human rights subject as beneficial in 
strengthening social unity. In terms of the method of teaching human rights, the majority prefer the traditional 
method of lecture-based teaching.   
The next important challenge for the universities lies in determining the best curriculum content, so that the 
teaching would be more suitable within the Malaysian context and eventually help to preserve our social unity. In 
the process of developing such curriculum, it is important to remember that the best curriculum development is that 
which meets the demand of the learners, as well as the needs of the society at large. Thus, in the context of HRE at 
the Faculty of Law, UKM, the objective will be to fulfil the demands of the multi-ethnic learners, as well as  
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Malaysian society as a whole, by providing HRE as a means to preserve social unity. Further issues regarding 
curriculum development for HRE courses will be undertaken in the later study. 
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